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’

Scinski’s ‘“Warsaw Diary,”” which im-
mediately follows Berger, begins this
way: “‘During a period of crisis I ex-
perience more acutely the contradiction
between subjective and objective time:
between the time I experience, person-
ally and privately, and the time wit-
nessed by generations, epochs and his-
tory.”’” The linkage of the two pieces
is so obvious, so clearly willed by
the editor, that both, somehow, are
diminished.

Will, after all, is what Granta is all
about. William Buford’s aggressive rhet-
oric and his overbearing editorial style
are signs of militancy, but the battle he’s
fighting is obscure, spectral—the mind’s
‘attempt to recapture a territory that was
lost years ago, if it ever existed. His pas-

sion isn’t for a particular kind of writing
(much less, particular writers), or for a
specific set of political ideas: it’s for a
Zeitgeist, a sixties-like spirit that would
bring the world back into the seminar
rooms and literary journals and make all
our formulations there seem, once again,
heroic. And if we can’t find the Zeitgeist
“out there,’’ Granta is determined to will
it into being for us, to slash and blast a
space out of the jungle. Buford’s there
right now, in his classroom/compound,
listening to his own voice over and over,
plotting the next campaign in his phan-
tom war and gathering the army of his
dreams: thousands of writers and readers
who’ve spent two years in graduate
school and two weeks in the Third
World. O

Solidarity Under Siege

DAVID BENSMAN

THE SHARE ECONOMY: Conquer-
ing Stagflation. By Martin L. Weitz-
man. Harvard University Press. 167 pp.

ful. Our economy does not function
competitively despite our lip service to
free-market ideology. A long line of
business writers, from Henry Demarest
Lloyd, Ida Tarbell and Thorstein

315. Veblen to Jo Galbraith and
INSIDE THE CIRCLE: A Unio Ifred duPoqt Chandl_er have shown
ow corporations restrict output, plan

Guide to QWL. By Mike Parker. Labor

Notes/South End Press. 160 pp. Paper

$10. (Available from Labor Notes,
Box 20001, Detroit, MI 48220.)

ree-market competition is one

of the articles of faith in

capitalist democracies: when it

prevails, corporations produce
enough high-quality goods at low prices
to employ everyone willing to work.
Here, then, is a belief that presumably
unites businessmen and workers. Yet
each group behaves as if competition
were a plague to be avoided at all costs.
Businessmen try to avoid the low prices
and profits they fear competition will
foster; workers understandably resist
low wages, speedups and widespread
unemployment. To a remarkable de-
gree, both groups have been success-

David Bensman directs the graduate
program in labor studies at Rutgers
University. He is the author of The
Practice of Solidarity: American Hat-
ters in the Nineteenth Century (Uni-
versity of Illinois Press) and co-au-
thor, with Roberta Lynch, of Rusted
Dreams: Hard Times.in a Chicago
Steel Community, fo be published by
McGraw-Hill next spring.

production, buy up competitors or
force them out of business.

Workers lack the economic power of
corporations to impose their needs on
the market, but they have been able to
use their solidarity to lobby for protec-
tive legislation and immigration restric-
tions and to negotiate union shop con-
tracts and seniority provisions. By these
means, working people have sheltered
themselves from some of the storms of
competition in the past half-century.

This combination of free-market
rhetoric and anticompetitive practice,
characteristic of U.S. capitalism for
most of its history, reached a fairly
reliable equilibrium during ‘‘the golden
age of capitalism,”” following World
War II. But in the past twenty years,
corporate executives in search of higher
profit margins and greater freedom
from union demands have inadvertent-
ly, for the most part, created a more
competitive global economy. The deci-
sion on the part of a number of
businesses to invest and produce

abroad, coupled with government deci-

sions to rebuild the FEuropean and

Japanese economies, has created a

situation in which many corporations
are no longer free to set their produc-

——=
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tion and price levels and unions are no
longer able to negotiate ever higher
wages.

The results have been chaotic and
painful. Many corporations have fled
high-wage, high-tax regions for the Sun
Belt and for foreign havens. Mergers
and hostile takeovers have dramati-
cally concentrated corporate ownership.
Powerful corporations have tumbled,
and whole industries now teeter on the
brink of collapse. And, as always hap-
pens in a competitive economy, a small
group of businessmen—mainly bankers,
in the present instance—have emerged
more powerful than before.

Intensified competition has taken its
toll on American labor’s ability to pro-
tect its members’ interests. Unemploy-
ment has risen while workers’ wages
have fallen. Some corporations, finding
themselves hard-pressed by foreign
competitors and nonunion domestic
rivals, have demanded and often received
union givebacks in wages and work con-
ditions that have undermined workers’
control over their jobs. Other corpora-
tions have taken advantage of the op-
portunities offered by new technology
and new managerial capabilities to
establish foreign operations: in such
cases, U.S. workers must compete with
their company’s foreign employees.

The weakening of trade unions has
also enabled corporations to eliminate
many of the legislative safeguards
against harsh competition that workers
have won since 1935. The deregulation
of the airline and trucking industries,
for example, has enabled many com-
panies to set up nonunion subsidiaries
which have helped undermine the stand-
ard of living of workers in unionized
firms.

As the balance of power has shifted
away from working people and their
institutions, it is not surprising that an
ideological climate has developed in
which workers’ reliance on solidarity as
the vehicle for restraining competition
has been widely rejected. Over the past
five years, politicians and would-be
policy-makers have offered a host of
remedies for the decline in working-
class power and living standards—
profit-sharing, labor-management coop-
eration, a lower minimum wage, en-
terprise zones and job retraining
chief among them—and almost all of
these share a central premise: Ameri-
can workers can prosper in a healthy,
competitive, high-technology econo-
my if they abandon their traditional

means of defending themselves.

Two recent books take opposing po-
sitions on the dilemma of American
workers. The Share Economy: Con-
quering Stagflation, an elegant treatise
by M.L.T. economist Martin L. Weitz-
man, argues that workers are doomed
to mass unemployment and a stagnant
standard of living as long as they adhere
to their traditional system of regulating
pay through standardized wage rates.
Changing that wage system, he main-
tains, is the key to unlocking the stagfla-
tion conundrum and opening the way to
full employment.

Under the current wage system,
Weitzman argues, employers continue
to take on workers until the last one
hired produces for the company the
same amount in revenue as the company
spends to employ that worker! Unlike
many economists, Weitzman acknowl-
edges that employers set the revenue
they desire and price accordingly. Thus,
when demand falls, reducing prices only
leads to decreased revenues. That’s why
the employer considers laying workers off
as the only option. Hence, stagflation.

Weitzman’s solution is as elegant,
and simple, as his analysis. If unions
bargained over what share of their

employer’s revenue they should receive
rather than over wage leyels, companies

would not lay off workers whenever de-
mand dipped. If a company knew that
the cost of adding a new worker would
be only, say, two thirds of what it had
been paying those previously hired, the
company would find it profitable to ex-
pand during an economic slump, not
contract. And each individual worker
would lose only a little, for the
employer’s reduction in payments to
labor would be spread out over the en-
tire work force.

At a time when all other remedies for
mass unemployment seem to have failed,
Weitzman’s proposal has great appeal.
It seems to offer a painless solution, the
free lunch. In addition, the argument
confirms the longstanding suspicions of
the middle class that workers make too
much, and its call for workers self-
sacrifice will strike a responsive chord
among those who are resentful of labor
in general.

But the world out there is a bit more
complicated than Weitzman would have
us think. First of all, we know that in-
flation has come down, that companies
have been reducing their prices. This
suggests that worker demands for high-
er wages were riot as important a cause

of inflation in the 1970s as Weitzman
believes. A more complete account of
the causes would include the effects of
oil price increases and bank deregula-
tion, and the growth of an inflation
psychology, a self-fulfilling prophecy:
prices are going to go up, so you’d bet-
ter raise your prices to keep up.

In addition, Weitzman’s analysis of
employer decisions to hire and fire
sounds as if it were written several
centuries ago. Eighteenth-century pin-
makers may have been able to calculate
how much more revenue they would
receive if they hired an additional
employee, but how does that apply to
companies like U.S. Steel or General
Motors which put on or lay off entire
shifts? Weitzman never mentions cor-
porate decisions to invest in or shut
down capital equipment.

Yet the fundamental problem with
Weitzman’s argument is political, not
economic. His central idea of an em-
ployer sharing revenue w1th workers‘

threatens the str
which™ the contemporary labor move-

ment is based. If steelworkers’ wages
are tied to the revenue of their em-
ployer, those employees are going to
begin identifying their interests with the
interests of their employer. If the firm
expands, they do well. If it falls by the
wayside, they lose out. In either case,
they will no longer have interests in
common with emploxees at other firms,
for they will b

Coordinated bargalnmg in the steel,
automobile and mining industries was
one of the great achievements of the
Congress of Industrial Organizations. It
helped create the sense that workers
could help themselves only by defending
others, and it took millions of industrial
workers out of wage competition with
one another. Under Weitzman’s pro-
posals, such competition would creep
back in.

Let us imagine that G.M. is expand-
ing at Ford’s expense and hiring more
workers. As it does so, its wage- -sharing
system will allow the company to cut
wages. Meanwhile, Ford’s wages have
remained higher. Can anyone doubt
that under these conditions, Ford would
demand, and get, wage cuts from its
employees? The result would surely be a
decrease in wages all around.

More important, as workers increas-
ingly identified their interests with those
of their boss, the labor movement’s
ability to function collectively would
atrophy. Labor might well lose its battle
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force occupational health and safety
legislation, to secure fair trade rules.

Down this road lies the “‘free’” competi- TH E CONTR As THE CONTRAS

Hon glgnteamcenticy Fagland, Interviews with Anti-Sandinistas

to maintain minimum-wage laws, to en- ( INEW RELEASE \

Of course, Martin Weitzman is not | =By Dieter Eich and Carlos Rincon

the only person prescribing a dose of Freedom fighters or murderers? Civil war or

competition for American workers. The U.S.-sponsored terrorism? Readers will

free-market myth has aston1§l31ng stay- decide for themselves after reading the 16

ing power, and right now it’s beguil- candid interviews presented here.

ing even some powerful labor leaders.

Labor-management cooperation to make ’:Fascinaﬁng, horrifying, and faithful'to all reports
I’ve gotten from other witnesses. This book could

U.S. firms competitive in world mar-
kets is official policy in many trade
unions. Inside The Circle: A Union i _ s
Guide to QWL, by Mike Parker, an “This book is an unusual addition to the growing shelf of new volumes on Central
electrician at Ford’s River Rouge plant America, for the voices we hear in it are those of the contras now waging war against
i Prasoh’ ¢ it ST L the government of Nicaragua. Because most of them still apparently believe in their
e O St o g cause, their testimony constitutes aniirrefutable indictment of what Reagan is doing in

change the course of our foreign policy in Oiter Eich and Carios Aincsn
Nicaragua.” —Edward Asner

logic and practice of the cooperation Central America.” —Adam Hochschild, MOTHER JONES
strategy. Disturbed by what he saw
happening to the United Automobile $7.95 Paper ISBN 0-89335-051-8 208 pp., photos

.VVorker.s as a result Of 1ts participation At your local bookstore or order from Synthesis Publications, Dept. 57, 2703 Folsom Street, San
in quality of work-life (Q.W.L.) pro- Francisco, CA 94110. Send payment plus $1.50 for the first book, 50¢ for each additional book.

grams, Parker took advantage of his

periodic layoffs from 1982 to 1984 to s
examine whgt was hgppgnmg to other Airges City Sita o
unionists. His report is disquieting.
While many trade union leaders hope Charge to my [J MasterCard [ visa Expiration Date
that union participation in quality of \ Bt No. Sighature J
work-life programs will increase the

union’s prestige by improving condi-

W rTE ETT OGNS G
tions in the workplace, Parker reports Join The Nation A i S
that precisely the opposite is happening. ' I_EARN FRENCI-' \ lgmal iy cberaic) Nat’iongrreagers
In thousands of plants around the wKo provide invaluable support for
country, workers are turning to work I ON YO“R OWN! I the magazine through annual  con-
teams, or_quality circles, instead of to Not just a phrasebook, but a rea/ language course! tributions of $20 or more. Membership

the union for help in solvin i ob- More than 40 hours of recorded material make includes a subscn’ption to “The Nation
| _lems. When companies refuse to im-

this unique self-instructional cassette/book course Associate,” a newsletter that tells you
| prove lighting or ventilation in collective l

a truly effective way to learn French. 3 s 3
The course consists of a series of cassettes re- what's going on behind _the scenes at
bargaining sessions but then respond corded by native French speakers, and accompany- The Nation, and invitations to many
with alacrity to the same requests from Nation-sponsored events.
their Q.W.L. teams, the prestige of

ing textbook. You’ll learn to speak French the
way you learned English — by listening and repeat-
the steward and the union declines
rapidly.

ing. It’s easy, and takes only 25 minutes a day. % . p

Your cassette player becomes your “teaching For further information write or call
But there is more to Parker’s argu-
ment. Through a shrewd analysis of the

machine.” You learn where and when you want Nancy Bacher, 72 Fifth Avenue, New
to, and at your own pace. ‘ York, NY 10011, (212) 242-8400.
The course was developed by the Foreign Ser- Make checks pay. able to The Nation

programs to train employees for par-
ticipation in a Q.W.L. project, Parker
has discovered that the quality circles

vice Institute to train U.S. State Department per- 5
' Associates.
can easily be manipulated to give the ap-

sonnel. In addition, it has been used successfully
by thousands of our mail-order customers.
Packaged in handsome vinyl binders, the course
is available in two parts. Order either, or save l
10% by ordering both:
O Basic French Part A: 12 cassettes (15 hr.) I This publication
pearance of functioning democratically,
when in fact they help teach workers to
identify with and think like manage-
ment. After all, management consult-
ants write the training programs, and
managers dominate the work teams, set

and 194-p. text, $135. . o . .

O Basic French Part B: 18 cassettes (25 hr.) l IS avallable mn mlcroform.
the agendas and decide what ideas can
be implemented. Conscientious work-

and 290-p. text, $159.

(CT residents add sales tax)

Phone orders call toll-free: 1-800-243-1234 |
To order by mail, clip this ad and send with
your name and address, and a check or money I
order — or charge to your credit card (VISA, Mas-
terCard, AmEx, Diners) by enclosing card number, l

University Microfilms International
I 300 North Zeeb Road, Dept. P.R., Ann Arbor, MI 48106

When drafting your will, please
consider making a bequest to

expiration date, and your signature.
Try it for 3 weeks at no risk — we promise

ers, in the meantime, try hard to make prompt refund if not completely satisfied. We offer The Natibn:

the project succeed. They resent work- . courses in 42 languages; send for free catalog. Pl ] : 1I: Office of th
: s or information, write or call: ice of the

ers whp le_ssent, cause problems or fail al.lnlﬂ-f-'ﬂhl.lm Room L60, ' Publisher, The Netion 73 Fifth Avene,

to maintain production, although the 96 Broad St.. Guilford, CT 06437 New York, NY 10011 (212) 242-8400.
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Alexander Cockburn on
THE PRESS.

Andrew Kopkind on
THE CULTURE WARS.

Stephen F. Cohen on
THE SOVIET UNION.

Christopher Hitchens on
WASHINGTON.

Bird and Holland on
GLOBAL POLITICS.
Calvin Trillin on

UNCIVIL LIBERTIES.

The Reagan Administration is not
funny; what it’s doing to the country,
and the world, is very serious. The
voices of dissent must speak out.
And the best place to hear them is in
The Nation.

The Nation has been questioning the
abuses of power for 119 years. And
there has never been a greater need for
it than now. The Nation conducts its
own investigations, reports the kind of
news Jeane Kirkpatrick and Jerry
Falwell don’t release through the
national wire services, and serves as the
forum for the leading voices of dissent
on the critical issues of our time.

If you think these voices are
important, join your voice to theirs
and subscribe to The Nation. There’s a
reduced introductory rate for you.
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troublemakers are few and far between.
Almost inevitably, even the most in-
dependent workers start to think like
their bosses. Can poor quality be traced
to one team member? Get rid of him.
Can production workers rearrange work
so that inspectors are unnecessary? Lay
them off. Can our plant outproduce a
sister plant in Kansas? Let’s underbid
them, and win their contract away.
Parker’s message is couched in
straightforward descriptions of what’s
happening on shop floors and offices
today. The vacuous and pious generali-
zations common to most proponents of
quality of work-life programs, labor-
management cooperation and profit-
sharing are absent here. So is the
dogmatism. Parker is realistic enough
to see that many unions can’t afford to

forbid their members’ participation in
Q.W.L. programs. And, so, despite
his strong reservations, he outlines a
reasonable strategy for defending the
union while participating in Q.W.L.
Nevertheless, the salient image that
emerges from Parker’s book is that of
thousands of unionized workers learn-
ing to compete with one another, and
that’s a losing strategy for labor. The
problem is to find a winning one. A
good many trade unionists uncomfort-
able with the notion of labor-manage-
ment cooperation probably practice it
anyway for lack of an alternative. Now
that corporate America has unleashed
the forces of global competition, labor
will have to forge tighter bonds of
solidarity if it is to continue to protect
workers’ interests. O
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ECONOMIC CONVERSION: Revital-
izing America’s Economy. Edited by
Suzanne Gordon and Dave McFadden.
Ballinger. 257 pp. Paper $12.95.

ecause the business of defense

is often just that, business, the

politics of defense does not

always reward the courageous.
It certainly did not favor Representative
William H. Gray 3d, who, in an address
before the National Press Club last
February, announced that he would
support the closing of Philadelphia’s
Navy Yard, located just outside his
district, to help curtail the Pentagon’s
ballooning budget. Whatever plaudits
Gray received for his remarks, none
were heard in Philadelphia. Realizing
the gravity of his gaffe—some 11,000
jobs are at stake—Gray promptly re-
leased a statement assuring his consti-
tuents that he would consider eliminat-
ing only those military facilities that are
“‘outdated, wasteful or unnecessary,”’
which, he naturally added, the Navy
Yard is not.

Gray’s dilemma is a familiar one. It
explains why our legislators vote for a
nuclear freeze one day and the MX mis-
sile the next. As one defense worker
bluntly put it, ‘‘Don’t bite the war that
feeds you.’’ Alternatives do exist, how-
ever. Gray could have affirmed his

Richard Caplan writes on defense
economics and has worked for the Phil-
adelphia Jobs with Peace campaign.

commitment to jobs without approving
of Philadelphia’s reliance on the Pen-
tagon to subsidize the city’s economic
development—a rather dubious subsidy
at that, since Philadelphia, like most
cities, pours more of its tax dollars into
the Pentagon’s coffers than it receives
in the way of military contracts. He
might have suggested that the Navy
Yard be converted into a civilian enter-
prise. To support that position Gray
could have pointed to Penn Ship in
neighboring Chester, which has already
demonstrated that shipyards can build
bridge spans. And better bridges, he
might have reminded his audience,
would help restore America’s deterio-
rating infrastructure, thus generating a
ripple effect of economic benefits in a
way that the Navy Yard’s current task—
overhauling aircraft carriers—could
never do.

As this saga of a missed opportunity
makes clear, economic conversion, like
its religious namesake, requires a cer-
tain awakening before it can take
hold. To that end, these fifteen essays
assembled by Suzanne Gordon and
Dave McFadden could well be the basis
for a new catechism.

This is not to suggest that Economic
Conversion provides complete or easy
solutions. But its discussion of earlier
experiments in conversion, whether
from military to civilian production or,
in another sense, from ‘‘rust’’ to robust
industries, reveals the elements of a use-
ful strategy. Conversion clearly requires
long-range planning based on a careful




